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THERMO-MECHANO-ELECTRICAL
CONVERTER

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

The present application is the National Stage of interna-
tional patent application No PCT/FR2012/050618, filed on
Mar. 26, 2012, which claims the priority benefit of French
patent application number 11/52806, filed on Apr. 1, 2011,
which applications are hereby incorporated by reference to
the maximum extent allowable by law.

BACKGROUND

1. Technical Field

Embodiments relate to a device capable of generating
electric power from a heat source, or electric generator. It
more specifically aims at the conversion of thermal power
into mechanical power, and then into electric power to form
a thermo-mechano-electrical generator.

2. Discussion of the Related Art

Various devices for converting thermal power into
mechanical power are known, such devices especially com-
prising bimetallic elements having a structure varying along
with temperature. Such bimetallic elements are especially
used as electric switches.

Various devices for converting mechanical power into
electric power, based on piezoelectric materials, are also
known.

There is a need for devices capable of having a great
variety of dimensions and low costs for converting thermal
power into electric power.

SUMMARY

Thus, an embodiment aims at providing a device for
converting thermal power into mechanical power, and then
into electric power, which overcomes at least some of the
disadvantages of prior art devices.

A more specific embodiment aims at providing such a
device which is simple to form and that can be formed at a
low cost.

Another embodiment aims at providing such a device that
can have large dimensions.

Thus, an embodiment provides a thermo-mechano-elec-
tric converter comprising a plurality of bistable shape
memory elements embedded in a resilient material inti-
mately associated with a piezoelectric material.

“Intimately associated with a piezoelectric material”
means that the resilient material may have piezoelectric
properties or that the resilient material is combined with a
layer of a piezoelectric material.

According to an embodiment, said elements are directly
embedded in a layer or film of a resilient piezoelectric
material.

According to an embodiment, the piezoelectric material is
a polymer.

According to an embodiment, the resilient piezoelectric
material is polyvinylidene fluoride.

According to an embodiment, the strips are arranged in a
layer of a resilient material coated with a piezoelectric
material.

According to an embodiment, the shape memory elements
are in the form of strips.

According to an embodiment, the shape memory elements
are bimetallic type elements.
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According to an embodiment, the shape memory elements
are assembled in a blade or in a plate comprising a large
number of embedded elements.

The foregoing and other objects, features, and advantages
will be discussed in detail in the following non-limiting
description of specific embodiments in connection with the
accompanying drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1A is a top view of an example of a bistable
bimetallic element;

FIGS. 1B and 1C are perspective half section views of the
bistable bimetallic element of FIG. 1A in each of its two
configurations;

FIG. 2 is a cross-section view of an embodiment of a
thermo-mechano-electrical generator;

FIG. 3 is a cross-section view of another embodiment of
a thermo-mechano-electrical generator;

FIG. 4 is a top view of an example of bistable bimetallic
elements extending in one direction; and

FIG. 5 is a top view of bistable bimetallic elements
extending in a plane.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

A thermally bistable element having a first geometric
configuration under a first temperature and a second geo-
metric configuration above a second temperature is used
herein, the first and second temperatures being spaced apart
by one hysteresis interval.

Among such bistable elements, bimetallic elements of the
type shown in FIGS. 1A to 1C may be used.

FIG. 1A is a top view of a bimetallic strip 1 provided at
its center with a protrusion 3. The strip has, at rest, for
example, at low temperature, the position illustrated in
perspective and half section view in FIG. 1B, that is, it is
curved upwards. When the temperature rises up to a first
transition value, the strip takes the position illustrated in
FIG. 1C, that is, it is curved downwards. Then, when the
temperature decreases to reach a second transition value
separated from the first value by a hysteresis interval, the
strip returns to the position illustrated in FIG. 1B.

By properly selecting the materials forming the strip, the
first transition temperature may be selected in determined
fashion, for example, 37° C., 65° C., or 100° C. and the
hysteresis value may range from 5 to 20° C.

As underlined hereabove, the bistable bimetallic strip
illustrated in FIGS. 1A, 1B, 1C is an example only of a
mechanically bistable element. A bimetallic element having
any other configuration may be selected. An element other
than a bimetal, for example, an element formed of a shape
memory material, may also be selected. “Shape memory
element” will be used hereinafter to designate any mechani-
cally bistable element taking one or the other of two geo-
metric configurations according to temperature, such as
described hereabove, be it formed of a bimetal or of any
other material or combination of materials.

FIG. 2 shows an embodiment of a thermo-mechano-
electrical generator.

This generator comprises a film or layer of a resilient
piezoelectric material, for example, an organic piezoelectric
material such as a polymer, for example, polyvinylidene
fluoride (PVDF). Bistable shape memory elements 1, for
example, such as that shown in FIGS. 1A-1C, are embedded
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in this material. Piezoelectric material 10 is coated on its two
surfaces with conductive layers, for example, metal layers,
12 and 14.

In operation, the structure or sheet illustrated in FIG. 2 is
arranged between a hot source and a cold source. The hot
source is at a temperature greater than the first transition
temperature and the cold source is at a temperature lower
than the second transition temperature.

Assuming that the sheet is, initially, at a cold temperature,
such that all shape memory elements are in a first state, the
elements arranged closest to the hot source will tend to
change configuration after having reached the first transition
temperature. At least some of these elements will then have
portions which will move closer to the cold side of the sheet
and thereby will tend to switch back to their other configu-
ration. Such motions are repeated indefinitely, for at least
some of the shape memory elements, and repeated stress on
the piezoelectric material is thus obtained. This results in the
generation of a voltage between terminals connected to
electrodes 12 and 14. Although this has not been shown, it
should be understood that, due to the deformation of the
shape memory elements, the apparent surfaces of the sheet
will be made to deform, this deformation being of variable
amplitude according to the resilience of material 10.

The case where the shape memory elements are placed
randomly inside of the structure has been described previ-
ously. It may also be provided to arrange these elements
regularly, for example, substantially at the center of the
sheet, with a proper orientation to promote the switching of
all elements and not only of some of them.

FIG. 3 illustrates an alternative embodiment of the device
described herein. In this case, piezoelectric material layer 10
located between metallizations 12 and 14 is arranged on the
upper surface of a film or layer of resilient material 20
preferably arranged on a rigid support 22. Thus, the switch-
ings from one state to the other of shape memory elements
1 embedded in resilient layer 20 will act on piezoelectric
layer 10 to provide voltages between the terminals of the
electrodes associated with this layer.

As indicated previously, the previously-described device
is likely to have many variations.

It may have large dimensions, the shape memory strips for
example having a length on the order of 3 cm and a width
on the order of 1 cm.

Shape memory elements of very small dimensions, for
example millimetric or even micrometric, may also be
provided.

Further, as illustrated in FIG. 4, instead of providing
separate strips, blades 30 formed of the abutting of strips
such as those described previously may be provided. It may
also be provided for the strips to be assembled in planes 40
as illustrated in FIG. 5. This provides a bistable blade or a
sheet of shape memory material which may be arranged
within a piezoelectric layer or a resilient material linked to
this piezoelectric layer.

Although elements in the form of strips have been shown,
any other configuration, for example, in a star, in a circle, or
other, of the shape memory elements may be provided.

Such alterations, modifications, and improvements are
intended to be part of this disclosure, and are intended to be
within the spirit and the scope of the present invention.
Accordingly, the foregoing description is by way of example
only and is not intended to be limiting. The present invention
is limited only as defined in the following claims and the
equivalents thereto.
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What is claimed is:

1. A thermo-mechano-electric converter comprising:

a resilient material intimately associated with a piezoelec-

tric material; and

a plurality of bistable shape memory elements embedded

in the resilient material intimately associated with the
piezoelectric material.

2. The converter of claim 1, wherein the resilient material
intimately associated with a piezoelectric material includes
a layer or film of a resilient piezoelectric material and said
elements are directly embedded in the layer or film of the
resilient piezoelectric material.

3. The converter of claim 2, wherein the resilient piezo-
electric material is a polymer.

4. The converter of claim 3, wherein the resilient piezo-
electric material is polyvinylidene fluoride.

5. The converter of claim 1, wherein the shape memory
elements are strips.

6. The converter of claim 5, wherein the resilient material
intimately associated with a piezoelectric material includes
a layer of a resilient material and the piezoelectric material
coating the layer of the resilient material, and the strips are
arranged in the layer of the resilient material coated with the
piezoelectric material.

7. The converter of claim 1, wherein the shape memory
elements are bimetallic elements.

8. The converter of claim 1, wherein the shape memory
elements are assembled in a blade or in a plate that includes
a large number of embedded elements.

9. The converter of claim 1, further comprising first and
second metal layers respectively positioned on opposite
sides of the resilient material intimately associated with the
piezoelectric material.

10. The converter of claim 1, wherein the resilient mate-
rial intimately associated with the piezoelectric material
includes:

a layer of resilient material in which the shape memory

elements are embedded;

a first metal layer on the layer of resilient material; and

a piezoelectric layer on the metal layer.

11. The converter of claim 10, further comprising a
second metal layer positioned on the piezoelectric layer, the
piezoelectric layer being positioned between the first and
second metal layers and the first metal layer being posi-
tioned between the layer of resilient material and the piezo-
electric layer.

12. A thermo-mechano-electric conversion system com-
prising:

thermo-mechano-electric converter including:

a resilient material intimately associated with a piezo-
electric material; and

a plurality of bistable shape memory elements embed-
ded in the resilient material intimately associated
with the piezoelectric material;

a heat source adjacent to a first side of the thermo-

mechano-electric converter; and

a cold source adjacent to a second side of the thermo-

mechano-electric converter, the second side being
opposite to the first side.

13. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the resilient material intimately associated
with a piezoelectric material includes a layer or film of a
resilient piezoelectric material and said elements are directly
embedded in the layer or film of the resilient piezoelectric
material.

14. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the shape memory elements are strips and
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the resilient material intimately associated with the piezo-
electric material includes a layer of a resilient material and
a piezoelectric material coating the layer of the resilient
material, and the strips are arranged in the layer of the
resilient material coated with the piezoelectric material. 5

15. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the shape memory elements are bimetallic
elements.

16. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the shape memory elements are 10
assembled in a blade or in a plate that includes a large
number of embedded elements.

17. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the thermo-mechano-electric converter
includes first and second metal layers respectively posi- 15
tioned on opposite sides of the resilient material intimately
associated with the piezoelectric material.

18. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of
claim 12, wherein the resilient material intimately associated
with the piezoelectric material includes: 20

a layer of resilient material in which the shape memory

elements are embedded;

a first metal layer on the layer of resilient material; and

a piezoelectric layer on the metal layer.

19. The thermo-mechano-electric conversion system of 25
claim 18, further comprising a second metal layer positioned
on the piezoelectric layer, the piezoelectric layer being
positioned between the first and second metal layers and the
first metal layer being positioned between the layer of
resilient material and the piezoelectric layer. 30
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